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Section I:  Introduction 

PURPOSE OF REPORT 

Georgia is reviewing its child support guidelines as required by federal regulation.1 Georgia 

child support guidelines are set in statute.2 Federal regulation requires that a state’s guidelines 

review consider economic data on the cost of raising children and examine case file data to 

analyze the application and deviation from the guidelines.  This report reviews current 

economic data on the cost of raising children.  It compares those data to the existing 

Georgia Schedule of Basic Child Support Obligations (the “schedule”) to determine whether 

the existing schedule is more or less than the current economic data on the cost of raising 

children.  The information will be used by the Georgia Child Support Commission to assess 

whether the schedule should be updated.  The Commission is also considering other 

information and input from stakeholders. 

 

FEDERAL REQUIREMENTS 

Federal law has required state advisory child support guidelines since 1987.    The Family 

Support Act of 1988 expanded the requirement.   As of 1989, each state must have one set 

of guidelines that are to be applied presumptively rather than on an advisory basis.   It also 

requires each state to establish deviation criteria that allow for the rebuttal of the state’s 

presumptive guidelines.  The state-determined criteria must take into consideration the best 

interest of the child.   

 

Federal regulation requires states to review their child support guidelines at least once every 

four years [45 C.F.R. § 302.56].  Federal requirements of state guidelines formula are 

nominal.  They must be based on specific descriptive and numeric criteria, take all earnings 

and income of the noncustodial parent into consideration, and address how the parents will 

provide for the child(ren)’s healthcare needs through health insurance coverage and/or 

through cash medical support.   

 
BASIS OF GEORGIA SCHEDULE  
 

The Georgia guidelines schedule was promulgated in 2007 and is based on the most current 

economic data available in 2005.   Georgia switched from a percentage-of-obligor income 

guidelines to an income shares guidelines model in 2005. As of 2014, Georgia is one of 39 

states to rely on the incomes shares guidelines model.3  The model is based on the premises 

that both parents should share financially responsibility for child-rearing expenditures and 

                                              
1 Title 45 of the Code of Federal Regulations, CFR §302.56. 
2O.C.G.A. § 19-6-15. 
3 More information about the income shares guidelines model can be found at: Venohr, Jane C. (2013) “Child Support 

Guidelines and Guidelines Reviews: State Differences and Common Issues,” Family Law Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 3 (Fall 

2013). 
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that the child should be entitled to the same level of expenditures that the child would have 

received had the parents lived together and combined financial resources.  As a 

consequence, the core of the income shares model is a measurement of how much families 

spend on child rearing.  In turn, that amount is often adjusted in a guidelines worksheet for 

different situations such as the child’s actual healthcare expenses and other factors.  

 

The premise of the income shares model applies to children of previously married parents as 

well as never-married parents.  Children should not be forced to live in poverty because of 

their parents’ decisions to separate, divorce, or not marry.  Children of disrupted families, 

regardless of the reason for the disruption, should be afforded the same financial 

opportunities as children of intact families with similar incomes.   

 

The core of the guidelines calculation is a lookup schedule of monthly basic obligations for a 

range of incomes and number of children.  (Exhibit 1 shows an excerpt of the current 

schedule.) The basic obligations in the schedule reflect economic data on the costs of raising 

children.  The basic obligations in the schedule relate to the combined income of the 

parents.   The support award is determined by prorating the obligated parent’s share of the 

basic obligation.  For example, if each parent’s income is $700 per month, the combined 

income would be $1,400 per month and, using the schedule in Exhibit 1, the basic obligation 

for one child is $321.  The obligated parent’s prorated amount in this example would be 

$160.50.   

 
Exhibit 1 

Excerpt from Schedule of Basic Child Support Obligations 

Combined Adjusted 
Gross Income 

One Child Two Children Three Children Four Children Five Children Six Children 

        

800  197  283  330  367  404  440 

850  208  298  347  387  425  463 

900  218  313  364  406  447  486 

950  229  328  381  425  468  509 

1000  239  343  398  444  489  532 

1050  250  357  415  463  510  554 

1100  260  372  432  482  530  577 

1150  270  387  449  501  551  600 

1200  280  401  466  520  572  622 

1250  291  416  483  539  593  645 

1300  301  431  500  558  614  668 

1350  311  445  517  577  634  690 

1400  321  459  533  594  654  711 

1450  331  473  549  612  673  733 

1500  340  487  565  630  693  754 

 

Additional adjustments may occur in the guidelines calculation to account for the actual cost 

of the child’s health insurance, the actual cost of work-related child care, a parent’s pre-

existing order, and/or other case circumstances. 
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The existing schedule is based on the most current economic data available in 2005.  It relies 

on 2005 price levels and federal and state income tax rates and FICA.   It does not 

incorporate a timesharing adjustment, but the custodial parent’s child-rearing expenditures 

are not always reduced when the nonresidential parent is exercising physical custody or 

visitation.  This fact is illustrated by considering the housing expenses incurred for a child 

(e.g., an extra bedroom and electricity for that bedroom).  These housing expenses are not 

always reduced when the child is in the nonresidential parent’s care.    

 

The existing schedule is based on the average of two measurements of child-rearing 

expenditures: one based on the “Rothbarth” methodology and the other based on the 

“Engel” methodology.  (An economic methodology is necessary to separate the children’s 

share from the adults’ share of total family expenditures.)  Economists generally believe that 

the Rothbarth methodology understates actual child-rearing expenditures, while the Engel 

methodology overstates actual child-rearing expenditures.4 The 2005 Commission believed 

that an average of the Rothbarth and Engel estimates is a close approximation of the actual 

amount of child-rearing expenditures.  Both the Engel and Rothbarth measurements used to 

develop the existing Georgia schedule are from a 2001 study by Professor David Betson, 

University of Notre Dame, using 1996-99 expenditures data from families.5  

 

Most states (i.e., 29 states) rely on measurements of child-rearing expenditures prepared by 

Betson as the basis of their guidelines schedule or formula.  Georgia, however, is the only 

state to rely on Betson-Engel measurements.  The other 28 states rely on Betson-Rothbarth 

measurements.  No other measurement of child-rearing expenditures is used by more than 

five states.  About ten states rely on studies dating back to the 1980s or earlier. 

 

Georgia last reviewed its guidelines in 2010 but did not pursue changes to the schedule. 

 

ORGANIZATION OF REPORT 

Section II discusses the economic data on child-rearing expenditures, including more 

information about the measurements identified in this section and the most current 

economic evidence on child-rearing expenditures.  Section III compares the most current 

economic evidence to the existing schedule.  Section IV provides conclusions.  

  

                                              
4 Lewin/ICF (1990). Estimates of Expenditures on Children and Child Support Guidelines. Report to U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation. Fairfax, Virginia 
5 Betson, David M. (2001). “Chapter 5: Parental Expenditures on Children.” in Judicial Council of California, Review of 

Statewide Uniform Child Support Guideline. San Francisco, California.  This study initially included data from 1994-98 but 

was expanded to include 1994-99 in Jane C. Venohr and Tracy E. Griffith, Report on the Michigan Child Support Formula 

(April 2002), Report to the Michigan Supreme Court, Policy Studies Inc., Denver, Colorado. 
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category.11  Some categories unique to children can be measured directly (e.g., children’s 

clothing, childcare expenses and education expenses).  The child’s food costs are measured 

using the food plans developed by the USDA.  The child’s transportation is measured by 

only considering family-related activities, which are 59 percent of total transportation 

according to research findings.  The child’s housing expenses are measured from estimating 

the average additional costs of housing given the number of bedrooms in a home, assuming 

more bedrooms are required when there is more than one child and controlling for income 

level. Food, transportation and housing comprise the vast majority of child-rearing 

expenditures.  Economists generally believed that the USDA’s previous approach to 

measuring child-rearing expenditures overstated actual child-rearing expenditures, but 

economists have not assessed the USDA methodology since it was changed in 2008. 

 

CURRENT STUDIES OF CHILD-REARING EXPENDITURES 

Since the Georgia schedule was developed in 2005, there have been three new, credible 

studies of child-rearing expenditures.   

 

 Betson, David M. (2010). “Appendix A: Parental Expenditures on Children.” in Judicial 

Council of California, Review of Statewide Uniform Child Support Guideline. San Francisco, 

California. Retrieved from: 

http://www.courts.ca.gov/partners/documents/2011SRL6aGuidelineReview.pdf 

 

 New Jersey Child Support Institute (March 2013). Quadrennial Review: Final Report, Institute 
for Families, Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, New Brunswick, NJ. Retrieved 
from: http://www.judiciary.state.nj.us/reports2013/F0_NJ+QuadrennialReview-
Final_3.22.13_complete.pdf  

 

 Lino, Mark (2013). Expenditures on Children by Families: 2012 Annual Report. U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Center for Nutrition and Policy Promotion. Miscellaneous 
Publication No. 1528-2012, Washington, D.C. 
http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/publications/crc/crc2012.pdf 

 

As stated earlier, there are no new Engel measurements. 

Overview of the Betson-Rothbarth Measurements 

In the past two decades, Professor Betson, University of Notre Dame, has conducted four 

studies estimating child-rearing expenditures. Each study uses expenditures data from the 

most current CES data available. For Betson’s first study, he used CES data from 1980-86.12    

For his second study, he initially used from 1996-98 CES data, but later expanded it to 

                                              
11 Lino, Mark (2013) Expenditures on Children by Families: 2012 Annual Report. U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Center for Nutrition and Policy Promotion. Miscellaneous Publication No. 1528-2012, Washington, D.C. 
12 David M. Betson (1990).  Alternative Estimates of the Cost of Children from the 1980-86 Consumer Expenditure Survey, Report 
to U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 
University of Wisconsin Institute for Research on Poverty, Madison, Wisconsin. 


